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In February, the US-based Tela Railroad Company, an affiliate of United Brands, which markets
Chiquita bananas, ended a two-year dispute with former workers by forcibly evicting them from
some 800 hectares of company land in Tacamiche. The eviction brought renewed charges against
the company and the government for alleged human rights abuses. It also rekindled nationalistic
feelings against the US government for supposedly inducing the Honduran government to carry out
the evictions on behalf of the company. But in March, in a dramatic shift in strategy to end contract
and other disputes with its unionized workers, Tela signed an agreement that could eventually
terminate land disputes and turn most of the production of bananas over to its plantation workers.
In the past, the struggle over the biennial renewal of labor contracts with banana workers invariably
resulted in strikes, violence, and loss of production. Over the past 15 years, Tela's banana output has
fallen from 45 million to 27 million 20 kg. boxes. Similarly, the other major banana company, USbased Standard Fruit, a subsidiary of Dole, has seen its output reduced from 20 million to 12 million
boxes in roughly the same time period. The strikes also have been costly to the government, which
has stepped in to compensate striking workers for lost wages. During a 1994 strike, Tela fired half
of its 6,600 person work force after a two-month strike, turning many of the laid- off workers into
landless campesinos.
The company also shut down operations in Tacamiche, 260 km. north of Tegucigalpa in the
department of Cortes. Three other plantations La Curva, San Juan, and Copen were also shut down.
The company announced that the land was no longer suitable for banana cultivation, but labor
leaders claim the company simply transferred production elsewhere to punish striking workers and
to intimidate its labor force on other plantations (see NotiSur, 08/03/95).
Approximately 300 families, mostly of former workers on the plantations that were closed, occupied
Tacamiche and farmed land there until the evictions in February. They say the land, acquired by
Tela in the last century, had been communal (ejido) land that was granted to the company illegally
and then, only for usufruct in the production of bananas, which Tela no longer grows on the land.
These regular outbreaks of labor unrest have induced the government to use police and the military
forces to protect the interests of the companies.
The militarization of the disputes has become especially notorious in Tacamiche, where armed force
was used twice in six months to oust the former Tela workers. Last July, 350 police forcibly removed
several hundred campesinos from Tacamiche. The eviction of the squatters and the arrest of 26 of
their leaders brought charges of human rights violations against the government from the Central
American Commission for the Defense of Human Rights (CODEHUCA). Again in February of this
year, some 500 members of the public security police (Fuerza de Seguridad Publica (FUSEP) and
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infantry troops removed 300 campesinos who had reoccupied the same lands at Tacamiche after the
earlier eviction.
The eviction force was assisted by helicopters and armed with a court order for the removal of the
campesinos and the arrest of 120 of them. The judge who issued the order also accompanied the
force. Most of the campesinos promptly took refuge in two nearby evangelical church buildings.
Police and soldiers then set up a blockade around the buildings, stopping all food and water from
reaching those inside and cutting off electric power and water service. Meanwhile, a team of workers
from the Tela company used bulldozers to pull down 100 houses belonging to the campesinos and
to plow over the food crops they had been cultivating. Col. Wilfredo Urtecho, FUSEP regional police
chief in charge of the operation, told the press that the squatters had been promised land near
Tacamiche and US$500 in compensation for each family. In addition, the government promised to
build schools, a health center, and other facilities in the new location.
"I don't know why they won't accept it," said Urtecho. Rafael Alegria, advisor to the rural workers
union federation (Central Nacional de Trabajadores del Campo, CNTC), said the reason was
that most of the families in Tacamiche had been living there for 60 years and considered it their
home. During the siege, the CNTC formally asked Amnesty International and Americas Watch to
investigate the human rights situation in Tacamiche. After four days of siege, the campesinos left
their sanctuaries and agreed to abandon the Tela property. The mediator in the dispute, legislative
deputy Jorge Reina, announced that the campesinos had accepted the government's offer of
resettlement in nearby El Porvenir.
The government also promised to release 20 Tacamiche residents who had been arrested during the
eviction and to cancel arrest warrants for the remaining 100. "The situation obliged us to accept,"
said Torres. "Our houses and crops have been destroyed. We have no choice." The eviction stirred
up sharp criticism from human rights groups, the Roman Catholic Church, and some political
leaders from both the governing and opposition parties. In defense of the eviction, President
Carlos Roberto Reina accused his critics of being inconsistent. "You yourselves have said that
the government was slow to resolve the problem, and now that it is resolved, you have another
opinion," said Reina.
US Ambassador to Honduras William Pryce praised the government for the evictions. "The
government has complied with the law because the land is the property of the Tela Railroad
Company," he said. "I have always said that respect for the law helps investment, and national and
international investment helps economic development, and that helps the people, including the
workers." Nevertheless, the eviction not only raised the issue of human rights but also the issues of
landlessness, rural poverty, and the degree to which the Honduran government is influenced by the
US-owned banana companies. According to official figures, Tela and Standard Fruit together own
more than 84% of the 16,000 ha. of land devoted to banana production. This gives the companies
overwhelming control over banana production and export, and consequently gives them a powerful
presence in the nation's economy. Bananas are second only to coffee as Honduras's most valuable
export commodity.
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Political analyst Matias Funez commented that, "to some degree the power of the companies has
diminished, but their influence has not disappeared." While a vast amount of cultivable land is
controlled by the banana companies, say critics, 1.5 million campesinos are landless, even though
large tracts of banana plantation land lie fallow. Alegria said the eviction shows that Honduras is
still "a banana republic." A government official, who asked to remain anonymous, agreed with
Alegria's assessment, telling Reuter news service that the banana companies "really have power
and influence, and a proof of that is the eviction." Lawyer and political analyst German Leitzelar
admitted that the eviction was a legal action, "but in Honduras there have been dozens of such
cases of land occupation for decades and the authorities take no action. In Honduras the US banana
companies still maintain a high degree of influence and power."
While Reina, the US ambassador, and others said the eviction was legal, others disagreed. Alegria
repeated the Tacamiche workers claim that the Tela company had acquired the land illegally. Rene
Altamirano, of the human rights organization Comite para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos
(CODEH), argued that the Criminal Court that issued the order that began the eviction had only
authorized the arrest of the 120 campesinos and that there was no legal order for the appropriation
and destruction of their houses and other property. There were also some concerns within the
government that the eviction procedure took liberties with the law. Government prosecutor
Elizabeth Orellana admitted that the local judge who executed the order handed down from the
Criminal Court committed some "irregularities," such as "not reading the document sent by the
Criminal Court and failing to arrange for a trustee to receive the property confiscated from the
residents in Tacamiche."
While the conflict at Tacamiche may be over, CNTC's Alegria said that the member organizations of
the campesino confederation Consejo Coordinator de Organizaciones Campesinas (COCOCH) have
been in a state of alert since the February evictions and may take some protest action that would
reopen the conflict. Meanwhile, Altamirano of CODEH has threatened to sue the Tela Railroad
Company and the police for abuse of authority and the removal and destruction of property
belonging to the Tacamiche residents. Nevertheless, a month after the controversial evictions, Tela
appears to be changing its style of dealing with labor. In a set of agreements, which some observers
are calling "historic," the two US-based banana companies unexpectedly ended, for now at least,
long-running disputes with their labor unions. In the newly signed contracts, Tela and Standard
Fruit agreed to embark on a pilot project in which the companies would grant land and capital to 41
union workers to cultivate bananas.
The group participating in the first phase of the project would receive 275 ha. in the northern
department of Yoro and US$1.3 million to cultivate bananas for 20 years.
If the project is a success, the banana companies say they would eventually transfer much of their
production to the workers. "The world is changing and instead of a culture of confrontation, it
is better to have harmony to improve production," said a labor leader. There was no indication,
however, that the pilot project would benefit the former Tela workers of Tacamiche. (Sources:
Agence France-Presse, 02/01/96, 02/03/96; Reuter, 02/01/96/ 02/03/96, 02/04/96; Boletin Informativo
del Comisionado Nacional de Derechos Humanos de Honduras, 02/01/96, 02/02/96, 02/05/96,
02/06/96, 02/07/96, 02/12/96; Inter Press Service, 02/04/96, 03/28/96)
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